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“Where, after all, do universal human rights begin? In small places, close to home - 
so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps of the world. Yet they 
are the world of the individual person; the neighborhood he lives in; the school or 
college he attends; the factory, farm, or office where he works. Such are the places 
where every man, woman, and child seeks equal justice, equal opportunity, equal 
dignity without discrimination. Unless these rights have meaning there, they have 
little meaning anywhere. Without concerted citizen action to uphold them close to 
home, we shall look in vain for progress in the larger world.”  
(Eleanor Roosevelt 1958, as quoted in Van Aarsen et al. 2013, 27). 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In his book If mayors ruled the world Benjamin Barber (2013) describes his view on how cities 
and their mayors can, should and already are taking on the global issues that states, according to 
Barber at least, are incapable of handling because of their inherent rivalry and the pursuit of 
national interests. Even though Barber’s views and arguments, put forward to demonstrate the 
obsolescence of states and the importance of cities, seem to have little basis in empirical 
research, some scholarly studies do indicate the increased activities of local governments in 
international politics (inter alia, Kübler and Pagano 2012; Kübler and Piliutyte 2007; Tatham 
2010). Globalization enables cities to find more ways to transcend the national realm as a 
growing body of international institutions, transnational organizations, and global networks 
provide a myriad of platforms to represent their local interests, while recent trends of 
decentralization are leading to the growing autonomy of local authorities in relation to central 
government in exercising certain powers (Kübler and Pagano 2012).  As aptly noted by Kübler 
and Piliutyte (2007, 371) “what happens in the world is relevant to the city, and vice-versa. 
International activities are at the heart of urban politics and will be so increasingly.”  
 
This perspective of cities as emerging international actors can be seen as part of a larger 
scholarly debate on the transformation from a state-centric to a multi-level governance (MLG) 
system, in which authority is scattered across several tiers of government (Hooghe and Marks 
2001a, xi). However, research on cities as international actors is one of the least analyzed 
aspects within the field of multi-level governance (Kübler and Pagano 2012). Whereas 
transnational networks and Europeanization have recently gained more scholarly attention, the 
global involvement of cities has not (Kübler and Pagano 2012). As Kübler and Pagano (2012) put 
it “there is, to date, a flagrant lack of systematic evidence on the role of cities in world politics, 
the impact they can have at that level, but also on the domestic effects related to such 
international engagements.”. It is these latter effects that are the focus of this study. Considering 
that cities and their local governments are increasingly taking part in global politics as these 
patterns of globalization and decentralization unfold (Kübler and Pagano 2012), studying 
precisely these international effects and the internationalization of cities may provide more 
insight into the MLG debate.  If cities are in fact internationalizing, what could this mean for 
international politics? Are cities gaining more leeway in respect to central government as a 
consequence? And does this mean there is a shift towards MLG?  
 
Particularly illustrative of cities engaging in international activities is their growing interest to 
become involved with international human rights (Van Aarsen et al. 2013, 11). Correspondingly, 
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international human rights institutions have also come to recognize the importance of local 
authorities in human rights implementation with reference to the principle of subsidiarity, 
which entails that responsibilities, regulations and spending should be fulfilled by the lowest 
possible institutional or social level closest to the citizens (European Commission 2013, 4). For 
instance, the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities has argued in a report on human rights 
implementation that “[i]n line with the principle of subsidiarity, local and regional authorities 
may be considered to be the primary players in fulfilling the goals of the fundamental 
international conventions” and, moreover, that “[c]ompliance with human rights entails multi-
level governance.” (Congress 2010, 3-4). This implies both that ensuring the implementation of 
human rights is a concern for all local authorities, and that there is link between MLG and human 
rights implementation. Thus, considering the scope of human rights and the relation between 
human rights and MLG, studying the effects of the international human rights regime on cities 
provides the perfect opportunity to gain insight into the internationalization processes in an 
urban context and the possible effects of international engagements on urban government.  
 
International human rights represent those universal and fundamental rights to which every 
human is entitled (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014b, 21). Emphasizing the link between these 
human rights and the city, some cities have even become known as human rights cities – an often 
self-proclaimed title used to indicate whether a city has declared to explicitly implement 
international human rights as laid down in multiple international treaties (Van Aarsen et al. 
2013, 11). In order to capture the impact of this international dimension within the city and the 
impact it has on urban governance, these cities are of particular interest for the purposes of this 
study. Are these cities ‘just cities’, or is the effort of becoming ‘just’ by engaging with human 
rights enabling them to be more than just any city? Can it provide an opportunity for gaining 
leeway in relation to central government? Or is the human rights approach mostly empty talk 
used for marketing and city branding instead of having actual substance in policy and action? 
The main research question is formulated as follows: What are the effects of international human 
rights on urban government? To find an answer to this question, the analysis is conducted on the 
Dutch city of Utrecht – often referred to as the first human rights city in the Netherlands. If the 
effects of international human rights carry little meaning even in this city, it would be unlikely to 
find the contrary anywhere else.  
 
The research contains several sections. First, a brief literature review provides an overview on 
some of what previous studies found regarding MLG and the emergence of cities, the 
internationalization of cities, and international human rights in relation to the city. Additionally, 
in order to examine the effects of the international dimension, the main research question can be 
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deduced to several questions concerning the ways in which these effects could manifest. 
Subsequently, a detailed description on how the data is gathered, what methods are used, and 
how the research intends to conduct the analysis is given, after which the analysis and findings 
are presented. Finally, the conclusion is followed by a brief discussion, in which the potential 
implications of the findings, as well as some of the limitations and suggestions for further 
research are pointed out.   
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1. THEORIES AND CONCEPTS 
 
1.1 EMERGING CITIES AND MULTI-LEVEL GOVERNANCE 
Multi-level governance (MLG) is a term used to describe the process in which authority is both 
shifting upwards, from the national level to overarching institutions like the EU or the UN, as 
well as downwards to subnational governments (Hooghe and Marks 2001a, xi). The aim of this 
research is to examine whether and to what extent  these downward processes of MLG exist by 
studying the internationalization of cities. This perspective, in which the state is not necessarily 
insignificant, but in which the state is no longer seen as the sole political actor in international 
politics, has found worldwide recognition, although it has been argued that these processes are 
most advanced within the European Union (Hooghe and Marks 2001a, xi). Accordingly, even 
though there is a gap in the literature when it comes to the impact of international engagements 
on a domestic level (Kübler and Pagano 2012), the effects caused by European integration 
received a considerable amount of attention within the scholarly literature (i.a., Heinelt and 
Niederhafner 2008; Hooghe and Marks 2001b). To present a clear image on some of the 
knowledge that has been gained in the field of MLG, specifically regarding emerging cities, and to 
be able to conceptualize the mechanisms under examination, a number of previous studies 
concerned with the Europeanization of cities and transnational city networks are discussed in 
the following sections.   
 
Urban Europeanization 
Similar to MLG processes, Europeanization has been described as having two dimensions, also 
known as ‘download’ and ‘upload’ Europeanization (i.a. Kübler and Piliutyte 2007, 365; Marshall 
2005, 672). In his study on the Europeanization of British cities, Marshall (2005, 672) defines 
download Europeanization as the process in which EU programs and negotiations change the 
“policies, practices, preferences or participants within local systems of government” (Marshall 
2005, 672).   Upload Europeanization is the opposite process defined as the transfer of local 
initiatives to EU programs or policies (Marshall 2005, 672). For the purposes of the current 
research it is especially the download aspect that can provide a useful theoretical framework in 
order to see whether this process can be found not only on a European scale, but also on an 
international scale. To be able to find these effects and mechanisms of ‘download 
internationalization’ the concept of download Europeanization and what is known about these 
mechanisms thus provides the basis for developing an analytical framework in this study.  
 
Marshall’s (2005, 670-671) study on the Europeanization of cities represents an attempt to 
develop an analytical framework for assessing urban Europeanization in particular, which he 
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derives from earlier models more broadly evaluating Europeanization at the sub-national level. 
It is argued that the unique nature of urban government - faced with specific internal and 
external opportunities and constraints, such as increased political demands, environmental 
concerns, multi-culturalism, and issues of social justice, but also the benefits and obligations that 
come with receiving potential European funds – requires a distinction between cities and other 
sub-national authorities (Marshall 2005, 670). The study finds that networking is a necessary 
condition for the Europeanization of a city, leading to urban partnerships, multi-level 
interactions, and an increase of actors involved in making decisions (Marshall 2005, 673). This is 
also confirmed by Kübler and Piliutyte (2007) stating that the process of European integration 
has been followed by an increase in transnational activities conducted by European cities, 
causing cities to start to develop new strategies and policies, and gaining importance on a 
supranational scale. Kübler and Piliutyte (2007, 365) further argue that the discrepancy 
between the power of core cities in practice and their legal position similar to any other 
municipality, creates a situation in which developing and investing in international activities 
provides an opportunity for these cities to rise above other municipalities. Due to the multi-level 
system of the European Union, European integration has enabled cities to access and lobby 
within the policymaking arena of the EU – a privilege usually enjoyed by national governments 
(Kübler and Piliutyte 2007, 366).  
 
In other words, the EU system provides various opportunities in both the downloading and 
uploading directions, for cities seeking to either gain ground on a domestic level or influence the 
policy process at the EU level (Kübler and Piliutyte 2007, 368). One example of such an 
opportunity is for instance the mutually beneficial relationship between cities and the European 
Commission – cities can monitor the (correct) implementation of European rules, assuming the 
role of ‘watchdog’ for the Commission, and in turn, cities can benefit from this interaction with 
the Commission on a domestic level, as they could be considered to be of growing political 
importance as a consequence of this monitoring role (Heinelt and Niederhafner 2008, 176). On 
the other hand, in light of the responsibilities carried by local authorities for education, social 
housing, security, health care, and refugees, among others, it is also possible for tensions to rise 
between national and local authorities in relation to human rights implementation (Congress 
2010, 5-6).   
 
Transnational Intercity Networks 
Beyond national borders, cities have increasingly engaged in supranational collective action at 
the EU level to let their voice be heard and achieve their goals (Kübler and Pagano 2012). 
According to Kübler and Pagano (2012) it is these transnational city networks that have become 
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the main platform for cities to represent their interests at the European level during the 1990s. 
Due to the growing importance of transnational city networks, EU cities are able to cooperate 
and exchange their experiences to find policy solutions to face similar problems. Even though 
international cooperation between cities is not a new phenomenon, European integration, and 
the following policy programs that became available to cities, intensified their international 
activities (Kübler and Piliutyte 2007, 365). European cities’ increased participation in 
international city networks at the European level facilitates those cities to stay informed on 
legislation and policies, can stimulate best practice policy transfers and learning, and keeps 
cities up to date on which requirements are necessary for possible EU funding eligibility (Kübler 
and Pagano 2012). 
 
One of the most important city networks at the European level is Eurocities, founded and 
formalized by six secondary European cities, allowing cities with over 250,000 residents the 
possibility of becoming a member and participate independently from their national 
governments (Kübler and Piliutyte 2007, 367). This transnational city network specifically aims 
to connect cities – both with each other and with other EU institutions (Kübler and Piliutyte 
2007, 367). On an international level, an example of a transnational city network is the United 
Cities and Local Governments (UCLG) network created in 2004 to promote the role of local 
governments in international relations, and to lobby and advocate on their behalf to influence 
international policymaking (Kübler and Pagano 2012). Besides networks with a broad, more 
general character, there are also several transnational city networks with a more specific goal, 
such as European Cities on Drugs Policy (ECDP), which was founded mainly to empower cities in 
the debate on drugs policy in the early 1990s against their regional and central governments 
(Kübler and Piliutyte 2007, 361). In this particular case, national governments were intent on 
taking measures of prohibition, repression and criminalization of drug users, whereas cities 
were committed to harm reduction policies (Kübler and Piliutyte 2007, 361). Losing its 
significance in the late 1990s, as many national drug policies changed to harm reduction, the 
ECDP network has been inactive ever since (Kübler and Piliutyte 2007, 361). Another specific 
field in which cities are increasingly involved is the field of international human rights (Van den 
Berg and Oomen 2014a, 11), which is addressed in more detail in the following section.  
 
1.2 INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS AND CITIES 
International human rights, at least in the Western world, are considered to be fundamental and 
universal – or in other words, they are the rights that apply to all human beings and form the 
foundation for all other rights determined by law or customs (VNG and AI Nederland 2012, 5). 
However, as eloquently said by Eleanor Roosevelt in the opening quote, human rights can only 
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have meaning when they are implemented and upheld in the places where people live. Due to 
recent trends of globalization and decentralization, but also cities’ increased branding strategies 
and human rights institutions focusing their attention on local implementation, urban 
governments have become involved with international human rights (Van Lindert and Lettinga 
2014, 8). However, there are many different ways in which human rights implementation can 
manifest itself in the urban context (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014b, 15). After briefly 
considering the development of the relationship between the city and human rights, the 
following section elaborates on the ways in which this human rights approach might manifest 
itself in the city. More specifically, those international human rights treaties that are likely to be 
relevant in the urban context are addressed, and how such an international engagement might 
affect urban government.  
 
Beginning with the establishment of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, the 
international human rights system has transitioned from defining universal standards to their 
actual implementation, causing cities to become key to realizing human rights (Van den Berg and 
Oomen 2014, 11; VNG and AI Nederland 2012, 6). These ideas are also reflected in recent 
communications by several EU bodies, such as the Congress of Local and Regional Authorities 
(part of the Council of Europe; henceforth, Congress), stating that the proximity of local 
authorities to their citizens puts them in the ideal position to monitor the human rights 
situation, to recognize potential problems, and to take measures to solve them (Congress of 
Local and Regional Authorities 2010, 1). Both the Congress and the European Commission point 
to and encourage the importance of local authorities in policy- and decision-making according to 
the principle of subsidiarity, arguing that such an empowerment is likely to entail among others 
increased participation, justice, human rights, and multi-level responsibility (Congress 2010 , 3; 
European Commission 2013, 4).  
 
Utilizing the International Human Rights Framework 
Although there are many different ways of implementing human rights, three distinctive 
manifestations of human rights in the urban context can be pointed out: Human rights can be 
used as a legal framework, it could provide a moral framework, but it could also serve as a 
guideline for good governance (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014b, 15-16). As a legal framework, 
the international human rights regime consists of legislation by several international 
institutions, including the United Nations, the Council of Europe, and the European Union. These 
institutions have been responsible for various treaties and legislation, such as, respectively, the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the European Convention for the Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, and the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
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Union (VNG and AI Nederland 2012, 11). These rights serve to protect human dignity and are 
considered to represent the minimum standards, which means they are meant to ensure that no 
less than what has been laid down in human rights treaties should be upheld (College voor de 
Rechten van de Mens 2014).   
 
The responsibilities of local authorities regarding human rights are often related to economic, 
social and cultural rights (College voor de Rechten van de Mens 2014). The treaties that matter 
to local authorities in particular include: the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women,  the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, and on a European scale the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014b, 15). Local 
authorities can appeal to the obligations derived from this legal framework of human rights in 
order to justify urban policies (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014b, 15).  
  
Secondly, in a more general sense, the international human rights regime can be used as a moral 
framework to facilitate the policymaking process by providing a common language for those 
principles that are enshrined in them, such as human dignity and equal treatment (Van den Berg 
and Oomen 2014b, 15). Moreover, this common language can enhance cooperation. Cities that 
have concerned themselves with human rights are part of a broad collaboration of governmental 
and non-governmental actors, connecting both the national and the international in the pursuit 
of similar initiatives (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014a, 15). By joining these networks and 
organizing human rights activities through joint efforts these cities attempt to raise awareness 
for human rights issues (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014b, 16). A European example of a network 
that links cities with regards to human rights issues is the EU Agency for Fundamental Rights 
(FRA), which promotes shared policymaking concerning fundamental rights implementation 
(Van den Berg and Oomen 2014a, 15). Network initiatives concerned with international human 
rights can also illustrate some of the effects transnational city networks can have in the city. For 
instance, in an effort to promote human rights on a global scale, local governments in over 150 
municipalities in the Netherlands contributed in their own way to reduce worldwide poverty 
during the Dutch Millennium Municipalities campaign (VNG and AI Nederland 2012, 11).  
 
Finally, the human rights framework can also serve as a guide to principles of good governance, 
such as the participation of citizens and political accountability (Van den Berg and Oomen 
2014b, 16). The human rights framework becomes a useful tool to local authorities in evaluating 
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whether policy is acceptable or not (College voor de Rechten van de Mens 2014). In a previous 
study – the result of a collaboration between VNG and Amnesty International – a survey was 
held among Dutch municipalities, which revealed that within the municipal context human 
rights themes especially have a part to play within the policy areas of youth welfare, poverty 
reduction, citizen participation, social security, education, integration, antidiscrimination, and 
camera surveillance – but also, to a lesser extent, asylum policies, religion in public spaces, and 
gay rights (VNG and AI 2014, 4). Thus, it is especially within these policy areas that international 
human rights are most likely to play a role.  
 
Furthermore, the motivations for integrating human rights into local policy differs from city to 
city, sometimes driven by civil society, other times by concerns from the mayor or the city 
council, or perhaps the involvement of local organizations (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014a, 14-
15). In a recent publication of Amnesty International the Netherlands, that focuses on the 
relation between cities and human rights, it is pointed out that “[i]n referring to international 
human rights as a basis for their policies, cities can also demarcate their autonomy, and become 
part of a powerful network of global actors instead of being subservient to the national states.” 
(Van den Berg and Oomen 2014a, 15). When the local government of a city officially declares to 
adopt the human rights approach by implementing the international treaties in their local 
communities they can become known as a ‘human rights city’ (Van Aarsen et al. 2013, 29). A 
human rights city – often a self-proclaimed title - can be defined as “an urban entity or local 
government that explicitly bases its policies, or some of them, on human rights as laid down in 
international treaties, and thus distinguishes itself from other local authorities” (Oomen and 
Baumgärtel 2014, 2).   
 
The particular case examined here is the Dutch city of Utrecht, which was designated as the first 
human rights city in the Netherlands by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, 
Navanethem Pillay, on October 1, 2012 (DUIC 2012). One of the first acts undertaken by Utrecht 
in relation to human rights was to measure its policy against the international human rights 
standards in ten different policy areas (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014b, 11). In a previous 
study, Van den Berg and Oomen (2014b, 7) have done research towards mapping the use of 
human rights by several Dutch municipalities - including Utrecht - examining their methods and 
motivations for using the international human rights framework based on interviews with 
various municipal representatives, social organizations and experts. Their research represents a 
useful source for this research paper, as their results – based on interviews – can be compared 
with the outcomes of the more systematic approach endeavored here. As mentioned earlier, 
using the human rights framework for local policies can take various forms, such as using these 
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international standards in a more general sense as a shared ideal to bring together the 
community and strengthen social unity, or specific treaties can be utilized as a starting point 
from which policies are made (Van den Berg and Oomen 2014b, 7). Van den Berg and Oomen’s 
(2014b, 9) investigation revealed that Utrecht uses human rights as a more holistic uniting ideal 
– thus, more so as a moral framework – to promote awareness and enable a wide range of 
parties to find common ground. The current analysis might show whether this is also reflected in 
a systematic analysis of Utrecht’s activities and policies.  
 
Thus, considering the different ways in which human rights can be used in the urban context – as 
a legal or moral framework, as well as a potential guide to good governance – the following 
questions can be derived to examine whether and to what extent international human rights 
have impacted the city.  
 
1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Considering the previous findings, this research paper distinguishes between two main 
categories from which two sub-questions can be derived. Firstly, in using human rights as a 
moral framework, cities can become involved with international human rights by undertaking 
activities within the theme of human rights, such as joining networks active in this area, 
participating in international events, or carrying out city branding strategies. The first sub-
question is thus as follows:  
 
Sub-question 1 (activities): What activities do city governments undertake  
           involving international human rights?  
 
To answer this question a distinction is made between three different forms of activities: (1) the 
networks the city has joined in relation to human rights, (2) the international events city 
government chooses partake in, and (3) the local events taking place within, or being organized 
by the city, in which local authorities were also involved. 
 
Secondly, as mentioned before, cities can choose to articulate their policy in the framework of 
international human rights. Therefore, the second category that is examined are the urban 
policies in which international human rights might be explicitly referred to. This includes 
examining both the policy process in which international human rights could have been 
influential as a guideline for principles of good governance, and the policies that are the result of 
this process within local government, in which human rights might have been used as a legal 
framework for policy. Therefore, the second sub-question is:  
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Sub-question 2 (policies): To what extent do international human rights  
        affect urban policy?  
 
In answering these questions an attempt is made to determine what effects international human 
rights can have on urban government. The following section describes how the data are 
gathered and what methods are used to address these questions.  
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2 DATA AND METHODS 
 
Considering that there is as of yet a lack in systematic empirical research to continue from, this 
research is of an exploratory nature in order to examine the internationalization of cities. To 
establish this the study examines whether, and if so, to what extent and in what ways 
international human rights can affect cities and urban governments. Therefore, a crucial case 
study is conducted by selecting one city in which the desired effects of such international 
engagements are most likely to be present – a human rights city - allowing an extensive 
examination. In selecting such a case (Manheim et al. 2012, 98), this study attempts to present 
generalizable results that are applicable to other urban governments. In other words, this 
method it is used to attempt to provide insights into the questions on whether and how 
processes of internationalization, in this case the implementation of human rights, could affect 
urban governments, and how this relates towards MLG. Additionally, the results might reveal 
whether the human rights approach in this particular city is merely empty talk (marketing and 
city branding) or has actual substance in policy and action. Moreover, selecting such a crucial 
case implies that if human rights have had little to no impact even here, it would be 
inconceivable to find the opposite to be true elsewhere.  
 
If the effects of international human rights should be present anywhere in the Netherlands, it 
should be in the city of Utrecht. As mentioned before, Utrecht was designated as the first human 
rights city in the Netherlands by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Navanethem 
Pillay, on October 1, 2012 (DUIC 2012). Additionally, Utrecht also joined together with four cities 
(the G4) in the Netherlands to establish an office in Brussels. Considering the statement that 
“[t]he potential for policy transfer between European and urban levels exists principally in those 
cities which face the daily challenge of supranational interaction with Brussels officialdom.” 
(Marshall 2005, 673), selecting Utrecht as a most likely case becomes even more justifiable. 
Utrecht was also selected because of its extensive public records on the urban government’s 
activities and decisions. This research analyzes the activities and policy documents from 1 June 
2011 until 10 March 2016, as one of the first activities regarding human rights initiated by 
Utrecht was a study on the extent to which city policy complied with international human rights 
treaties published in June of 2011 (Oomen and Baumgärtel 2014), and the current analysis is to 
take place in April. Therefore, the final documents that became available of the council meetings 
before conducting the analysis were those on the meeting of March 10, which were therefore the 
last to be included in the study.  
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As noted before, the analytical framework used is based in part on Marshall’s (2005, 672) 
definition of download Europeanization - the process in which EU programs and negotiations 
change the “policies, practices, preferences or participants within local systems of government” 
(Marshall 2005, 672) – and the usages of the international human rights regime - as a legal, 
moral, and good governance framework for human rights implementation (Van den Berg and 
Oomen 2014b, 15-16). In order to determine the effects of ‘download internationalization’ of 
international human rights, both the activities of urban government are analyzed as well as the 
urban policies. In answering these two sub-questions, this research applies both a qualitative and 
quantitative approach. First, by qualitatively examining the ways in which the city government is 
involved with international human rights, followed by an extensive quantitative content analysis 
conducted on policy documents, in which possible references to international human rights are 
counted and examined. How the research intends to find answers differs for each question:  
 
Sub-question 1: Activities  
Answering this question aims to reveal the various activities a cities’ government might initiate 
or take part independently from central government with regards to international human rights. 
The sources used to gather the information consist of the news sections on the municipal 
website (www.utrecht.nl) and the cities’ personal human rights blog 
(www.humanrightsutrecht.blogspot.nl), which is a rich source containing all human rights 
related events in the city. For the activities abroad, the separate blog of the municipal 
Department of City Marketing, International Affairs, and Subsidies 
(www.afdelingbis.blogspot.nl) was analyzed for specifically human rights related activities. 
Whenever an activity is referred to more than once, across or within these sources, this activity 
is counted as one activity, and is thus mentioned just one time. The information is gathered 
(using Excel), after which the main findings are presented in an overview in the Analysis section 
providing a clear picture on the activities, which includes both a short description and the 
number of activities. The specific questions asked during the analysis for each of these 
categories are presented in Table 1.  
 
Furthermore, to determine the level of involvement of the city’s government in international and 
local events, each event related to human rights is further categorized. Both international events 
and local events are divided into four categories of involvement. In ascending order of 
involvement this includes the categories of sponsor, participation, cooperation, or initiative. 
Events in which urban government was either not involved or the nature of their involvement 
remained unknown were dismissed from further analysis. Firstly, the sponsor category means 
that urban government was either merely funding the event or ‘it was made possible by’ the 
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municipality of Utrecht. Second, the participation category is appointed when urban 
government, or a member thereof, participated in the event. This includes the presence of a 
municipal staff member in their official capacity, such as a visiting mayor for example, or a 
speech given by a council member. The third category cooperation applies when the municipal 
government, or a member thereof, was involved in organizing the event, but was not the (sole) 
initiator. Only if the event in question was specifically initiated by (the members of) urban 
government, it would fall under the category of initiative. Moreover, each event is assigned to 
only one category, namely the highest score that could be appointed to their involvement.  
 
Networks International events Local events 
Which networks related to 
human rights has the city 
joined? 
Which international events related to human 
rights has the city participated in?  
Which local events related to human 
rights have taken place in the city?  
Was the city’s government involved in the 
event? 
Was the city’s government involved in 
the event? 
Is the network active on a 
local, national, European, or 
international scale? 
Were these events tied to local, national, 
European, or international initiatives? 
Were these events tied to local, 
national, European, or international 
initiatives? 
How many networks have 
been found related to human 
rights which the city is part 
of? 
What is the total number of these 
international events the city participated in? 
And, in how many was the city’s 
government involved? 
What is the total number of these 
local events the city participated in? 
And, how many were initiated by city 
government? 
Table 1. Instrumental questions asked during the analysis of the sources containing human rights related activities of 
Utrecht in the period of 1 June 2011 until 10 March 2016.  
 
Sub-question 2: Urban policies 
This question is intended to find whether, in what way, and to what extent international human 
rights are used to form urban policies by conducting a content analysis on municipal policy 
documents in the period of 1 June 2011 until 10 March 2016. Municipal policy is formed by the 
municipal council (Gemeenteraad), which is the highest governing body of the city. After this, the 
board of Mayor and Aldermen (college van Burgemeester en Wethouders, or B&W) is responsible 
for the execution of this policy and making policy proposals. The type of policy documents under 
analysis are policy statements (beleidsnota’s; 150 documents), municipal regulations 
(verordeningen; 286+)1, the minutes of the plenary municipal council meetings (raadsverslagen; 
144 documents), and the decisions made by both the municipal council (besluitenlijst Raad; 89 
documents) and the board of B&W (besluitenlijsten B&W; 235 documents). Meetings of the latter 
are closed, therefore, no minutes are available of the meetings. These documents are gathered 
                                                          
1 The total number of municipal regulation documents are unknown, as these particular documents are retrieved from 
the national government’s databases using their search engines, namely https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/ 
(searching for the terms listed in Table 2 in the period of 1 June 2011 until 10 March 2016; for the municipality of 
Utrecht; for all publications; and within all subjects) and https://zoekdienst.overheid.nl/ (searching for the terms in 
Table 2 in all text fields; within all subjects; and includes all regulations that are in force on 10 March 2016). A total of 
18 documents were retrieved. In addition, the ‘municipal papers’ (gemeentebladen; 268 documents), containing both 
regulations as well as additional information, were also included using the principal method in this research paper to 
control for potentially missed references.  
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from the municipal website’s database (http://ibabsonline.eu/Kalender.aspx?site=Utrecht). 
Additionally, the final documents under scrutiny are the coalition agreements of 2010 until 
2014, and 2014 until 2018 (2 documents). These contain the agreements between the political 
parties within the city government on which policy path to follow during their time in office, 
thus, capturing not only policy outcomes, but also policy intentions. After gathering these 
documents, they are individually searched to find explicit references to international human 
rights. The list of search words used in this analysis can be found in Table 2. This list is based on 
the international human rights framework mentioned in the previous section. 
 
During the policy analysis, every reference found is labeled as either referring to actual rights or 
referring to rights in general. A reference to human rights is labeled as referring to actual rights 
when it specifically refers to human rights law, whereas it is labeled to refer to general rights 
when it does not. For example, when it is pointed out during a meeting that Utrecht is a ‘human 
rights city,’ it does not refer to an actual human right, therefore it is labeled as referring to rights 
in general. Furthermore, because some documents contain copied text from other documents 
(like the same motion being mentioned in two separate debates, for instance) double references 
within or across documents are checked so that only one is labeled as an actual or general 
reference. Any duplicates are dismissed from further examination. Moreover, some terms used 
in the analysis can have a meaning other than being related to human rights, such as the Dutch 
word ‘verdrag*’. As a so-called Boolean search was conducted (indicated by the asterisk), for 
example, the verb ‘verdragen’ can also be found. To correct for this, these unintentional findings 
are also filtered out and excluded from further analysis.  
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Table 2.  Human rights references screened for during the analysis of Utrecht’s urban policy *** 
 Dutch terms English terms 
General 
Mensenrecht* Human right* 
Recht* in combination with “van de mens*” or 
fundamente* or “universe* or internationa* 
Right* in combination with fundamental or 
universal or international 
Verdrag* 
Treat*  
(include only if treaty or treaties is found) 
United 
Nations 
treaties** 
UVRM  
(Universele Verklaring van de Rechten van de Mens) 
UDHR 
(Universal Declaration of Human Rights) 
IVBPR 
(Internationaal Verdrag inzake burgerlijke en 
politieke rechten) 
ICCPR 
(International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights) 
IVESCR 
(Internationaal Verdrag inzake economische, sociale 
en culturele rechten) 
ICESCR 
(Internaional Convenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights) 
CERD 
(Internationaal Verdrag inzake de uitbanning van alle 
vormen van rassendiscriminatie) 
CERD 
(Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Racial Discrimination) 
CEDAW 
(Internationaal Verdrag voor de uitbanning van alle 
vormen van vrouwendiscriminatie, also known as 
“Vrouwenverdrag”) 
CEDAW 
(Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination Against Women) 
CAT 
(Verdrag tegen foltering en andere wrede, 
onmenselijke of onterende vormen van bestraffing) 
CAT 
(United Nations Convention Against Torture) 
CRC 
(Internationaal Verdrag voor de rechten van het kind, 
also known as “Kinderrechtenverdrag”) 
CRC 
(Convention on the Rights of the Child) 
CED 
(Internationaal Verdrag tegen gedwongen 
verdwijningen) 
CED 
(International Convention for the Protection 
of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance) 
CRPD 
(Verdrag inzake de rechten van personen met een 
handicap) 
CRPD 
(Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities) 
CMW 
(Internationaal verdrag over de bescherming van de 
rechten van alle migrerende arbeiders en hun 
familieleden) 
ICRMW or CMW 
(International Convention on the Protection 
of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 
Members of their Families) 
Council of 
Europe** 
EVRM 
(Europees Verdrag voor de Rechten van de Mens) 
ECHR 
(European Convention on Human Rights) 
EHRM 
(Europese Hof voor de Rechten van de Mens) 
ECtHR 
(European Court of Human Rights) 
European 
Union** 
Handvest 
(Handvest voor de Grondrechten van de EU & Europees 
Sociaal Handvest) 
Charter 
(EU Charter of Fundamental Rights & 
European Social Charter) 
FRA 
(Bureau voor de Grondrechten) 
FRA 
(Fundamental Rights Agency) 
* The asterisk indicates that the documents were screened for the term as presented here, but also includes those      
terms beginning with these terms. For example, screening for the term right* means that both “right” and “rights” can 
found.  
** Treaties and institutions as listed on the website of the Dutch College voor de Rechten van de Mens, 
https://www.mensenrechten.nl/wat-zijn-mensenrechten/verdragen-en-wetten. 
*** The terms screened for in the analysis are presented in bold. Naturally, the terms that appear more than once in 
the table because the abbreviations used in both Dutch and English are the same are screened for only once.    
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3 ANALYSIS 
 
In the following section, the analysis of both the activities and the urban policies is described, 
including what was found during the research. Based on these findings, both sub-questions are 
answered.  
 
3.1 ACTIVITIES 
To answer the first question on what activities city governments undertake involving 
international human rights, all activities related to human rights were analyzed. By reviewing 
both the municipal website and the relevant departmental blogs listing the activities within and 
without the city in the period of 1 June 2011 until 10 March 2016, all the networks, international 
activities, and local activities encountered were analyzed using the questions in Table 1.  
 
Networks 
The number of networks related to human rights that were mentioned in these sources were a 
surprisingly low total of 9. Of these networks 1 local, 2 national, 4 European, and 1 international 
networks were found. One of the 9 networks (the Rainbow Cities Network) is a nationally based 
network, but has been active on a European scale, and recently even gained an international 
dimension as Mexico City has joined the network as the first city outside of Europe. An overview 
of the findings are presented in Table 3.  
Network Scale Activities 
Utrechtse Mensenrechtencoalitie 
(Human Rights Coalition) 
Local 
Formed by the municipality, local organizations and institutions to 
empower and inspire each other in relation to human rights. They meet 
four times a year in the Human Rights Café (Mensenrechtencafé). 
Netwerk Mensenrechten Lokaal 
(Network Local Human Rights) 
National Human rights empowerment in municipal policy. 
Shelter City National Sheltering human rights defenders endangered in their own countries.  
Rainbow Cities Network 
National / 
European 
(International) 
Network of international cities concerned with LGBT policies. European 
cities with an active local LGBT policy exchange expertise and experience. 
(In 2015, the first city from outside of Europe joined the Network: Mexico 
City) (source: www.movisie.com) 
EUROCITIES European 
Offers a platform for elected local governments of European cities sharing 
knowledge and exchanging ideas, and influence and work with the EU 
institutions. For instance, the International Conference ‘Human Rights in 
the City’ was organized in Utrecht (source: www.eurocities.eu) 
European Coalition of Cities against 
Racism 
European 
The Coalition of Cities against Racism is an initiative launched by UNESCO 
to establish a network of cities interested in sharing experiences in order 
to improve their policies to fight racism, discrimination and xenophobia. 
G4 Alliance European 
Utrecht and three other large Dutch cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam and 
The Hague) have joined forces in the G4-alliance in an office in Brussels. 
Fundamental Rights Agency  European 
Provides independent, evidence-based assistance and expertise on 
fundamental rights to EU institutions and Member States. Utrecht co-
piloted the Joined-up Governance Toolkit for developing and 
implementing international human rights (source: www.fra.europa.eu/nl) 
United Cities and Local Governments International 
Aims to contribute to articulating a common voice for cities in UCLG on 
social inclusion, participatory democracy and human rights, and to advise 
local governments on the design of these policies. 
Total 9 
Tabel 3. Networks in relation to human rights in which Utrecht’s city government has been actively involved in the period of 1 June 
2011 until March 2016. Information on their activities were retrieved from both the aforementioned websites as well as the specific 
individual websites of these networks.  
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International and local events 
A total number of 280 international and local events relating to human rights issues were found 
during the analysis, of which 144 included the involvement of Utrecht’s city government. These 
144 activities were further analyzed to see what role the urban government played during these 
events and on what scale these activities took place. The scale was determined by examining if 
the activities were tied to one arena in particular. The analysis revealed, however, that some 
events were tied to multiple arenas. In the results, presented in Table 4, these events have been 
added to each scale, causing them to be counted more than once in the scale column (the same 
does not apply to the role urban government played in these events). The number of events 
found related to these scales are indicated in parentheses.  
 
International Events 
Total Urban Government Role Scale 
21 20 
Participation (15) 
Cooperation (3) 
Initiative (2) 
National (2) 
City-to-City (2) 
European (9) 
International (8) 
Local Events 
Total Urban Government Role Scale 
259 124 
Sponsor (35) 
Participation (39) 
Cooperation (24) 
Initiative (26) 
Local (84) 
National (9) 
European (12) 
International (24) 
Table 4. International and local events related to human rights in Utrecht in the period of 1 June 2011 until 10 March 2016.  
 
The findings show that 20 out of 21 international human rights events included the involvement 
of urban government. Of these 20 events, the city government either participated (15) in the 
event, was involved in its organization (3), or initiated the event (2). No events were found in 
which the government merely funded or supported an international event without participating. 
These events were tied to national (2), European (9), and international (8) initiatives, but 
additionally, 2 international events were found to be spurred mainly by a city-to-city connection, 
between Utrecht and a non-Dutch city. What is most striking about these results is that city 
government appears to be an active participant in events tied to both European and 
international initiatives. However, the number of international events urban government is 
involved in pales in comparison to the number of local events in relation to human rights.  
 
No less than a total of 259 local events took place within the city of Utrecht during this period. 
Moreover, it was found that urban government was involved in as many as 124 of these events. 
Besides the 35 cases in which urban government appeared to only have contributed money-
wise, or at least were not mentioned to play any other role, they actively participated in (39), 
cooperatively organized (24), and initiated (26) at least 89 local events in total. The largest 
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number of events were tied to local human rights initiatives (84) and a few were part of a 
nationwide initiative (9). However, a considerable number was tied to human rights initiatives 
beyond national borders. Strikingly, there were more events based on international human 
rights initiatives (24) than those based on European level (12), even though the cities’ human 
rights networks seem to be predominantly located in a European framework.  
 
Considering these findings, it is safe to say that the urban government of Utrecht has indeed 
been actively involved in several networks, and in both international and local activities relating 
to international human rights issues. Thus, to answer the first sub-question on what activities the 
city government undertakes involving human rights the findings indicate that the city government 
has not only actively participated in human rights activities, but also played a role in organizing 
and instigating these events concerned with  international human rights issues. Additionally, 
comparing the large number of local events with the relatively small number of international 
events, it appears that most of the international human rights activities in which urban 
government is involved take place within city boundaries. Even though most of these local 
events are tied to local initiatives, nearly 45% of local human rights events (36) are tied to 
European or international human rights initiatives. According to these findings it is clear that the 
urban government in Utrecht is involved in all three categories of human rights activities – 
networks, international, and local events. However, the question remains whether human rights 
are also reflected in their urban policies.  
 
3.2 URBAN POLICIES 
In order to see whether the urban government’s human rights approach is also carried out in 
their policies a total of 906 policy documents2 are analyzed. To determine to what extent 
international human rights affect urban policy, each of these documents is screened for 
containing international human rights related terms.  
 
The findings of the analysis are presented in Table 5 and Table 6  as well as Chart 1 and Chart 2 
(the latter shows additional information on which specific terms were found in the policy 
documents and can be found in the Appendix). The analysis revealed that the policy documents 
contained a total of 170 references to international human rights (see Table 5). However, these 
references were found in merely 40 different documents out of the 906 documents under 
examination, meaning that only approximately 4,5% of the policy documents in the selected 
period contained any reference to human rights. Of the 170 instances, they referred to actual 
                                                          
2 When counting only the 18 regulation documents retrieved from the national databases, as the actual number of 
documents in the database are unknown. In reality, the number of documents examined is thus much greater.   
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international human rights law 101 times, whereas the other 69 mentions of one of these 
referred to human rights in general. Among the 101 references indicating actual rights, 7% 
referred to the human rights that have been enshrined in the national constitution (Grondwet), 
19% referred to European human rights treaties, and 74% referred to international treaties (see 
also Chart 1). However, some references could be tied to more than one level, reflecting rights 
that could be interpreted in multiple ways. For example, in one case the Dutch term 
mensenrechten (human rights) was found, which was referred to during a meeting to highlight 
the fact that “[f]ood, clothes and shelter are basic human rights. To deny one group of this right 
goes directly against international treaties and the court ruling of the European Committee of 
Social Rights.”3 In this case the reference points both to international as well as European law, 
which means that it is counted in both European and international results.  
 
References Scale Document type Number of documents 
To actual rights (101) 
National (7) 
European (20) 
International (79) 
Policy statements (6) 
Municipal regulations (20) 
Minutes council meetings (75) 
Decision lists by council (0) 
Decision lists B&W (0) 
Coalition agreements (0) 
9 Policy statements (of 150) 
6 Municipal regulations (of 286+) 
24 Minutes of meetings (of 144) 
0 Decision lists by council (of 89) 
1 Decision list B&W (of 235) 
0 Coalition agreements (of 2) 
To general rights (69) - 
Policy statements (7) 
Municipal regulations (16) 
Minutes council meetings (41) 
Decision lists by council (0) 
Decision lists B&W (5)  
Coalition agreements (0) 
Total 170 references Total 40 documents 
Table 5. References to human rights found in policy documents of the city of Utrecht in the period of 1 June 2011 until 
10 March 2016.  
 
Chart 1. Results in Table 2  of the actual references to human rights law, presenting  
in percentages whether they referred to national, European, or international law.  
                                                          
3 Translated from Dutch. “Voedsel, kleding en opvang zijn basale mensenrechten. Dit recht een bepaalde groep 
ontzeggen, gaat lijnrecht in tegen internationale verdragen en de uitspraak van het Europese Comité voor de Sociale 
Rechten.” (quoted from a minute of a debate held on April 30, 15 by the municipal council, p.15).  
7%
19%
74%
Scale
National
European
International
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Policy subject Referring to actual rights Referring to general rights 
Discrimination of people with disabilities 
(including participation) 
8 4 
Camera surveillance 2 - 
Human rights strategy - 18 
Refugees 14 1 
Bed, bad en brood policy 18 9 
                      (32 total) (10 total) 
City planning (Disabilities) 28 1 
Children’s rights 2 1 
Drug policy 4 1 
Equal treatment (Elderly) 1 - 
Environment 8 - 
Freedom of speech 5 - 
Human trafficking and extortion 1 - 
Housing 1 - 
Ethical conduct of government - 7 
Law and order 3 - 
Poverty - 1 
Public Health  2 
Shelter City 2 20 
Tour de France - 1 
Youth care 4 3 
Total 101 69 
Table 6. The number of references to human rights found per policy area within the policy documents of  
Utrecht in the period of 1 June 2011 until 10 March 2016. 
 
Furthermore, the references that were found were further categorized by policy subject, in order 
to see whether the findings from previous research holds true in this case. An overview of the 
policy subject and the number of references found are shown in Table 6. As a reminder, the 
survey conducted by VNG and Amnesty International among Dutch municipalities revealed that 
especially the policy areas of youth welfare, poverty reduction, citizen participation, social 
security, education, integration, antidiscrimination, and camera surveillance had a role to play, 
and, although slightly less, asylum policies, religion in public spaces, and gay rights (VNG and AI 
2014, 4). In part, these findings are confirmed by the results from this study. Human rights were 
mentioned in the policy areas of youth welfare, poverty, citizen participation in relation to 
persons with disabilities, antidiscrimination, and camera surveillance. However, no references 
were found in the specific areas of social security, education, integration, religion, or gay rights. 
However, the relatively large number of references within asylum policies and city planning in 
relation to persons with disabilities is most striking, as this is not reflected in the 
aforementioned research.  
 
Thus, the results indicate that Utrecht’s city government takes the international human rights 
approach in their policies too, to guide them in forming urban policies. However, it is 
noteworthy all the references to human rights were found in only 40 different documents. Thus, 
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to answer the second question as to what extent international human right affect urban policy, 
based on these results it appears that human rights do have some part to play in forming urban 
policies, but perhaps more so in the policy process rather than in formulating actual policies as 
human rights were most often referred to in the plenary municipal council meetings (68%). 
Moreover, the findings indicate that human rights are not referred to on a regular basis, but 
rather are mentioned in specific instances, as only 4,5% of the documents contained a reference 
to human rights.  
 
Considering the results found by answering the two sub-question, the main question is 
addressed and some conclusions can be drawn. Additionally, the possible implications of these 
findings are discussed in light of the aforementioned issues concerning MLG and the 
internationalization of cities.  
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4 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 
The aim of this study was to capture the impact of the international dimension on urban 
government by examining the effects of international human rights. In an attempt to answer the 
main research question on what the effects of international human rights are on urban 
government, both the city’s activities and urban policies of the Dutch human rights city Utrecht 
were examined. It was found that engaging with human rights has its effects on both the 
activities and the urban policies within the human rights city. The results indicate that by taking 
a human rights approach, urban government is actively involved in many activities regarding 
international human rights issues, including the participation in several networks and 
international events. Even more so, city government is involved in a large number of local events 
concerning human rights issues, subsidizing, participating, organizing and even initiating them.  
 
Moreover, this international human rights approach is also reflected in their urban policies. 
Besides general references to international human rights, the analysis revealed a substantial 
number of references specifically referring to actual human rights law. In this particular case, it 
seems that the human rights approach has not been used merely for marketing and city-
branding, but is implemented in both government activities and policies. Furthermore, Utrecht’s 
city government seems to use human rights primarily as both a moral framework and as 
guideline for good governance, rather than as a legal framework on which to base its policies. 
Considering the various networks in which the city government was found to be active, and the 
numerous other activities in which urban government was actively involved in the selected 
period, using the human rights framework as a common language does appear to enhance 
cooperation. To conclude, based on these findings international human rights do appear to affect 
urban government in a human rights city such as Utrecht. However, what does this mean in 
terms of multi-level governance?  
 
As stated, the findings here indicate that the human rights approach is not merely empty talk 
used for marketing and city branding, but rather is reflected in both action and policy. The 
question remains whether this effort of becoming ‘just’ by engaging with human rights is 
enabling cities to be more than just any city. Or in other words, does engaging with human rights 
provide the opportunity to gain leeway in relation to central government, which would in turn 
suggest a level of MLG. As mentioned earlier, MLG suggests that cities have gained authority in 
respect to central governments (Hooghe and Marks 2001a, xi). In a communication report from 
the European Commission the importance of local authorities was stipulated, stating that the 
quality of local governance is linked mainly to “the political willingness of central government 
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[…] allowing[l]ocal [a]uthorities to benefit from a sufficient level of autonomy in exercising 
power and acquire specific capabilities.” (European Commission 2013, 3). Considering the 
amount of freedom of urban government has enjoyed in terms of human rights involvement by 
joining several networks, undertaking a multitude of activities both locally and internationally, 
and forming its own policies, the findings seem to suggest that the human rights approach has 
facilitated urban government to act independently from central government.  
 
However, there are some limitations the study poses that should not go unnoted. For one, during 
the analysis it became clear that the networks mentioned in the reports on city government’s 
activities are most likely not the only ones related to human rights in which they are actively 
involved. However, it is these networks of which it is certain that urban government played an 
active role over the course of this period. This also holds true for the international activities in 
which the city has participated. Secondly, by selecting Utrecht as a crucial case the study 
intended to be able to generalize its findings to other cities. The research has found that taking a 
human rights approach can provide opportunities for urban governments to act independently 
from central government. However, this is not the same as saying that any city taking such an 
approach would automatically gain more leeway to act independently from central government.  
 
Finally, this study may provide opportunities for further research. For example, the data set4 
that was created could serve to further explore in which particular instances human rights were 
used, for instance in opposition to central government policy, to determine the ways in which 
cities might gain more leeway in relation to central government when explicitly referring to 
international human rights. Examining the context in which international human rights were 
used in this case could, thus, potentially provide some insights into what extent authority has 
shifted as a consequence of these international engagements.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
4 The full data set can be provided upon request.  
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APPENDIX  
 
 
Chart 2. The specific human rights reference terms found in the policy documents of Utrecht in the period of 1 June 
2011 until 10 March 2016.  
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